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ABSTRACT

This paper presents some of the findings from the editorial process of creating an Encyclopedia of Knowledge Management.
The global view of Knowledge Management research made available by this process provides interesting insights into the
state of knowledge management research today and raises some questions regarding future directions for Knowledge
Management as a discipline. The popularity and interaction between the different foundations of KM research is discussed
and specific attention is given to the discipline of Social Epistemology as a frame of reference for Knowledge Management
research.
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INTRODUCTION

After over 40 years of Information Systems research, there remains great divergence and diversity in how to accurately define
this important discipline. Banville and Landrey (1989), Backhouse et. al. (1991), Vessey et. al. (2002), Adam and Fitzgerald
(2000), Baskerville and Myers (2002), and Avison (2003), are but six of the many attempts to reach a broadly accepted
definition. Fortunately, the lack of acceptance of any such definition has in no way hampered the development of the field.
On the contrary, some, such as Frank (1998), question whether a common profile for Information Systems research is even
desirable.
Here, at a venue for the presentation of Knowledge Management research, one is tempted to apply this same sort of
qualification process to the endeavor of Knowledge Management and ask, perhaps, what constitutes the field of KM and what
common profile can be ascribed to KM researchers.
Reviewing the extant KM-related literature, and examining the various research forums in which KM is addressed, one is
inexorably drawn toward a conclusion that KM is an increasingly important subfield of Information Systems research. And,
in fact, it was from that perspective that the creation of an Encyclopedia of Knowledge Management (EKM) was initiated.
The early stages in the process of creating such a volume has shed light on how KM is viewed around the world.
The purpose of this paper is to present some of the initial findings from the editorial process and draw some insights
regarding the knowledge management community around the world. We will present a number of findings based on the
initial response to a Call for Papers for the Encyclopedia of Knowledge Management that was issued in October 2003
(Schwartz 2003). We will present some descriptive statistics that form what in essence is a profile of the self-described
knowledge management community. Our discussion of these findings will raise a number of provocative questions.
In this paper I will respectfully suggest that most of the IS community, myself included, has it backwards. KM is not an
important area of IS research, rather, Information Systems research is an increasingly important part of the discipline of
Knowledge Management. In doing so, I will proffer a holistic definition of the field of Knowledge Management placing it
within, or perhaps replacing it with, the discipline of Applied Social Epistemology.
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BACKGROUND AND MOTIVATION

If the field of Knowledge Management can be considered a meta-level pursuit in which we create and collect knowledge
about organizational knowledge and how it can be created, captured, organized, and reused, then the creation of an
Encyclopedia of Knowledge Management must be a meta-meta-level task.
The impetus for this paper was in fact the experiences encountered in the initial stages of the editorial process of the
aforementioned volume. Attempting to manage the knowledge of Knowledge Management means creating an overall map (a
knowledge map of knowledge-maps?) of research being conducted that impacts KM both directly and indirectly. It means
reaching out to practitioners and academics in a wide range of disciplines to elicit their views on what makes Knowledge
Management the pursuit that it is (Acquisition of Knowledge Management Knowledge). And it means attempting to organize
that knowledge in a meaningful way (Organization of KM Knowledge) so that it can be delivered to and made use of by KM
researchers and practitioners in the future (Delivery of KM Knowledge). In essence the same Acquire-Organize-Distribute
model (Schwartz et.al 2000) that can be used to manage the knowledge of a single enterprise is being modified and applied to
a multi-organizational and multi-party knowledge management task.
In an attempt to provide as broad coverage as possible for KM, the call for papers including a detailed list of topics and
subtopics (Figure 1) was prepared in consultation with the international Editorial Advisory Board
(faculty.biu.ac.il/~dgk/ekm/EAB.htm). It was through the interactions of the EAB that the CFP metamorphosed from what
was originally a very IT-centric world view, to the Knowledge and Organization-centric view of its final form. Further
modifications (shown in italics) were the result of feedback from potential contributors subsequent to the release of the CFP.
Soliciting Contributions

Proposals for contributions to the EKM were solicited through 5 main channels:
1)
2)
3)
4)
5)

the ISWORLD mailing list
the DBWORLD mailing list
the Knowledge Acquisition/Modelling/Management (KAW) mailing list
the publisher’s (IGI) master mailing list
the editorial advisory board - Each member of the Editorial Advisory Board was asked to distribute the CFP
through his or her personal mailing list of relevant researchers.

RESPONSE TO THE CFP

The response to the Call For Papers resulted in over 170 relevant proposals from 249 co-authors, for articles in the
Encyclopedia. Many of the proposals needed to be divided (in editorial consultation with the authors) into multiple articles in
order to maintain a reasonable level of granularity for each article (i.e a situation in which an author proposed covering
multiple related topics in a single article).
Departmental Affiliation

One place to start understanding the directions being taken in knowledge management research is the departmental affiliation
of those authors working in an area that they themselves identify as relevant to knowledge management.
Authors affiliated with 29 distinct disciplines found it relevant to contribute article proposals. Table 1 shows the Main
Departmental Affiliation of proposal authors from the preliminary round of submissions to the Encyclopedia of Knowledge
Management. Where an author indicated multiple affiliations, the first affiliation listed was used.
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Theoretical Aspects of Knowledge Management
Defining and Understanding Knowledge
Types of Knowledge
Philosophical underpinnings
Ontologies of Knowledge Management
Historical Underpinnings
Organizations and the Inquiring Organization
The People Perspective
Knowledge Management Models
Processes of Knowledge Management
Knowledge Creation
Knowledge Discovery
Knowledge Acquisition
Knowledge Classification
Knowledge Verification and Validation
Knowledge Codification
Knowledge Calibration
Modeling Knowledge
Knowledge Integration
Knowledge Sharing
Knowledge Dissemination
Knowledge Maintenance
Organizational and Social Aspects of Knowledge
Management
Knowledge Transfer
Corporate Culture
Motivation
Organizational Memory
Organizational Learning
Cross-border knowledge
Innovation Processes
Social Capital
Social Network Analysis
Community-based knowledge
Organizational Structure
Managerial Aspects of Knowledge Management
KM Strategies and Practices
KM Systems Analysis and Design
KM Systems Management and Lifecycle
Human Resource Management
Operational KM
Managing the Knowledge Environment
Metrics, Milestones, and Measurement

On Managing the Knowledge of Knowledge Management

Legal Aspects of Knowledge Management

Intellectual Property/Capital
Privacy Issues
Digital Rights Management
Liability and the Reliance upon KM Systems
Ethics
Technological Aspects of Knowledge Management
Knowledge Representation
Knowledge Organization and Indexing
Meta-knowledge and Metadata
Storage and Retrieval
Presentation and Application Integration
Artificial Intelligence in KM
Computational Experience
Data Mining in KM
Other specific technologies impacting KM
Application-specific Knowledge Management Issues
Biomedical Knowledge Management
Commercial and Financial KM
Industrial Knowledge Management
Military Knowledge Management
Mobile Knowledge Management
Safety-Critical Systems
Customer Knowledge Management
Mathematical Knowledge Management
KM in Counter-terrorism
Higher Education
Workflow Systems
Engineering Design
Legal Knowledge Management
Social Welfare Organizations
Franchise KM
Software Maintenance Knowledge
Noteworthy Knowledge Management Systems and
Initiatives

Figure 1: Detailed Major Topics from the Encyclopedia of Knowledge Management CFP, each of which will have multiple subtopic entries
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Rank Main Departmental Affiliation
1

Information Systems

2

%

Count
111

44.58%

Computer Science

39

15.66%

3

Information and Library Science

15

6.02%

4

Management

12

4.82%

5

Communications

6

2.41%

6

Economics

6

2.41%

7

Marketing

6

2.41%

8

Cognitive Science

5

2.01%

9

Management Science

5

2.01%

10

Philosophy

5

2.01%

11

Engineering Management

4

1.61%

12

Social Psychology

4

1.61%

13

Information Management

3

1.20%

14

Organizational Science

3

1.20%

15

Sociology

3

1.20%

16

Education

2

0.80%

17

Engineering

2

0.80%

18

Finance

2

0.80%

19

Human Resource Management

2

0.80%

20

Innovation Studies

2

0.80%

21

Mathematics

2

0.80%

22

Media Management

2

0.80%

23

Technology Management

2

0.80%

24

Banking

1

0.40%

25

Business Administration

1

0.40%

26

Cultural Studies

1

0.40%

27

Real Estate

1

0.40%

28

Science and Technology

1

0.40%

29

Statistics

1

0.40%

249

100%

Table 1: Departmental Affiliation of responding authors
The top four affiliations show an overwhelming concentration in the fields where Knowledge Management has been actively
addressed over the past decade.
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These top 4 affiliations reflect what may be expected from most of the knowledge management community. Of greater
interest, perhaps, is the participation in KM research in what can be termed “non-traditional” KM affiliations.
A second point of interest from Table 1 is the wide range of departmental participation, lending strength to the
interdisciplinary nature of KM, and providing an indication as to what types of courses a form program Knowledge
Management Studies might need to include.
Also of note is the complete lack of any departmental affiliation specific to Knowledge Management. While a number of
authors were associated with KM Research Labs or facilities, these were clearly research oriented initiatives and not teaching
initiatives or programs.
"Traditional" Information and Management related
fields

Non-traditional fields

Information Systems

44.6%

Economics

2.4%

Computer Science

15.7%

Marketing

2.4%

Information Science

6.0%

Cognitive Science

2.0%

Management

4.8%

Philosophy

2.0%

Communications

2.4%

Social Psychology

1.6%

Management Science

2.0%

Sociology

1.2%

Engineering Management

1.6%

Education

0.8%

Information Management

1.2%

Engineering

0.8%

Organizational Science

1.2%

Finance

0.8%

Human Resource Management

0.8%

Innovation Studies

0.8%

Media Management

0.8%

Mathematics

0.8%

Technology Management

0.8%

Banking

0.4%

Business Administration

0.4%

Cultural Studies

0.4%

Real Estate

0.4%

Science and Technology

0.4%

Statistics

0.4%

Total

82.3%

Total

17.7%

Table 2: Division of respondents into traditional and non-tradition IS/Management fields

Geographic Distribution

A second area of interest is that of geographic distribution. Here we show concentrations of KM research by country and
geographic region.
Table 3 presents the total number of authors by country in which they work (i.e. main university/employer affiliation).
Rank

Author Affiliation by country

Count Percent
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1

United States

76

30.52%

2

England

26

10.44%

3

Italy

17

6.83%

4

Germany

16

6.43%

5

Netherlands

16

6.43%

6

Israel

15

6.02%

7

Australia

13

5.22%

8

France

13

5.22%

9

Ireland

10

4.02%

10

Spain

10

4.02%

11

Canada

9

3.61%

12

Brazil

5

2.01%

13

Singapore

4

1.61%

14

Switzerland

4

1.61%

15

Denmark

2

0.80%

16

Hong Kong

2

0.80%

17

India

2

0.80%

18

Norway

2

0.80%

19

South Korea

2

0.80%

20

Austria

1

0.40%

21

Greece

1

0.40%

22

Japan

1

0.40%

23

Macau

1

0.40%

24

South Africa

1

0.40%

249

100.00%

Table 3: National Affiliation of responding authors
Geographic
region

-

by
Count

Percentage

EMEA

98

39%

North America

85

34%

UK

36

14%

Asia Pacific

25

10%

5

2%

South America

Table 4: Regional Affiliation of responding authors
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BIASES

Obviously the venues in which the CFP was posted to solicit articles had a significant impact on the departmental affiliation
of the contributors. This effect was mitigated to a certain degree by the efforts by each Editorial Board member to distribute
the CFP to his/her own colleagues in multiple fields.
The absence of certain terminology from the CFP may also have had an effect on response – for example, including Social
Epistemology as a topic may have elicited an increased response from with the philosophy or information science
communities.
As an edited volume, the EKM will also include a number of invited articles based on the decisions of the Editorial Board to
include topics that may not have been addressed by the response to the CFP. The scope and quantity of these additional
contributions has not been considered in this paper.

DISCUSSION

I believe that one of the more significant results of this exercise in managing the knowledge of knowledge management is to
be found not in the top 10 departmental affiliations shown in Table 1, but rather in the middle 10. Starting from philosophy
through to the study of innovation, passing social psychology, sociology, and other non-IS disciplines along the way.
As I stated in the introduction, I began this process from an Information Systems perspectives. It is the depth and breadth of
non-IS contributions that I have found most enlightening. I fear that in this shortcoming I am not alone amongst Knowledge
Management researchers – a fear reinforced by the overwhelming number of contributions (over 50%) that came from the
two fields of Information Systems and Computer Science.
The appearance of Information and Library Science in the third spot mitigates those fears somewhat. This field, though
viewed by many as ancillary to Information Systems Research, has provided one of the most powerful directions of research
for the field of Knowledge Management as we will soon discuss.

Episteme

Consider the following definition of Knowledge Management Research:
“The theory or science that investigates the origins, nature, methods, and limits of
knowledge in organizations.”
•
•
•
•

Origin – to cover issues related to knowledge acquisition and creation;
Nature – to deal with types of knowledge be it textual, visual, oral, tacit, or explicit;
Methods – to understand and develop process to enhance the management and use of such knowledge; and
Limits – to deal with metrics, ROI, accepted use, privacy and cognitive limitations.

But we already have a field that deals with the theory or science that investigates the origins, nature, methods, and limits of
knowledge in organizations. Well, we do if you drop the last two words “in organizations”, for what you are left with is the
precise definition of a word that appears in Webster’s New Twentieth Century Dictionary (Webster 1970, p614) – that word
is epistemology.
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Well, one might argue, classical epistemology deals with the individual, attempting to ascribe knowledge or beliefs to an
individual agent. Dealing with organizations requires much more than adding two words to the end of a definition – it
requires an essentially different discipline. Even if one were to accept such an argument, one needs to look no further than to
a major subfield of Epistemology known as “Social Epistemology”
Social epistemology is the study of the social dimensions of knowledge or information. (Goldman 2001)
While Goldman (2001) traces elements of social epistemology back to Plato, he brings a modern definition from Shera
(1970), which appears to be finely tuned to today’s field of knowledge management:
Social epistemology is the study of knowledge in society…the focus of this discipline should be on the production,
flow, integration, and consumption of all forms of communicated thought throughout the entire social fabric. (Shera
1970 pg 86).
In identifying the “new” challenges in the management of knowledge, Shera (1961) states:
We are here concerned with an epistemological discipline, a body of knowledge about knowledge itself. The
manner in which knowledge has developed and has been augmented has long been a subject of study, but the ways
in which knowledge is coordinated, integrated, and put to work is, as yet, an almost unrecognized field for
investigation. (Emphasis added)
Shera’s stated goal (1961) for the proposed discipline of Social Epistemology is “From such a discipline should emerge a
new body of knowledge about, and a new synthesis of, the interaction between knowledge and social activity”.
Budd (2002) cites the first known reference to Social Epistemology as being by Egan and Shera (1952 p 132) in which they
state that it is:
The study of those processes by which society as a whole seeks to achieve a perceptive or understanding relation to
the total environment – physical, psychological, and intellectual

Back to Information Systems

Let’s return, for a moment, to our starting point – the Information Systems perspective. From an Information Systems
perspective what is missing from the definitions of Goldman and Shera is the element that turns the study of knowledge into
the management of knowledge. It is the element that turns science into engineering. It is the element of the applied (Banville
and Landry 1992) that has driven and differentiated information systems research since its inception.
Thagard (2000), attempts to apply epistemological techniques and standards to the Internet as a corpus of knowledge and
foundation for scientific discovery. His analysis focuses primarily on how Internet technologies (and not Information
Systems and Technologies in general) can contribute to scientific research. The relevance of Thagard’s work (2000, 1997,
1993) is in its attempt to tie classic epistemology to current technological tools – not unlike our focus in IS-based knowledge
management.
There are other attempts to more formally tie information systems and information science to philosophical underpinnings,
most notable that of Floridi (Floridi 2002, Herold 2001). He proposes and develops a “Philosophy of Information” as “a
normative branch of philosophy primarily concerned with the conceptual and foundational investigation into the nature of
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information, its dynamics, and utilization”. A clear definition to be sure, but bearing no obvious advantage to that of Egan
and Shera’s Social Epistemology.
The bridge from Social Epistemology to Knowledge Management was most recently crossed by Fuller who, in Knowledge
Management Foundations (2002) builds a solid basis for the discipline upon the foundations of Social Epistemology – which,
it may come as no surprise, was the focus of his earlier books of the same title (1986, 2002).
Where is all this leading? Based on the above chain of research, and on the specific editorial experiences from the
Encyclopedia of Knowledge Management, I suggest that Knowledge Management as we know it today is in fact Applied
Social Epistemology.
So what, you ask? What does it matter what we call it as long as we all know what we are talking about? A rose by any
other name would smell as sweet, would it not? Well it does matter. It matters because what we call it has a direct impact on
our perspective and on the directions that we look for related and relevant research upon which to build.
Social epistemology – or social knowledge management, has much to offer our field of organizational knowledge
management. At a minimum, the treatment of organizations as social entities opens a wealth of relevant literature.
In terms of a historical progression, it may be useful to consider the following:
Individual Epistemology Æ Social Epistemology Æ Applied Social Epistemology

Becoming a Discipline

Where does all this leave us in terms of an agenda for knowledge management research and teaching?
Well, first of all it tells us that we need to look far beyond the castle walls of information systems in our pursuit of knowledge
management.
Second, it tells us that a discipline of knowledge management, or a formal academic program of knowledge management,
needs to draw from at least ten, and perhaps as many as twenty contributing disciplines.
Finally a glance at Table 4 tells us that while 82% of the respondents to the CFP came from classic information and
management related departments – 18% did not. If the 80-20 rule is any indicator, one can be sure that the “other 18%” will
prove to be as challenging, difficult, important and elusive as the “core 82%”.

CONCLUSION

Before having to fend off questions regarding the validity of the statistics reported in this paper, let me preempt by pointing
out that this was in no means meant to be a formal scientific study into the nature of the knowledge management community
and KM research. That being said, in the course of editing the Encyclopedia of Knowledge Management the sheer scope of
interactions between myself and KM researchers has had a formative effect on my own view of the field. This paper has
been an attempt to share that experience with you and raise some introspective questions in your mind.
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Has KM reached the point that it should be considered a discipline in its own right? Is it sufficiently distinct from those
component research streams from which it has evolved or is it in fact Applied Social Epistemology? Should an
interdisciplinary undergraduate degree program in Knowledge Management find its rightful place alongside degrees in
Information Technology Management?
I suggest that although we, in the Information Systems community, have become accustomed to seeing and participating in
KM tracks at major IS conferences, by doing so we have reinforced the backward approach. What we should really be
doing is attending IS tracks at major KM conferences – developing the true heritage of Applied Social Epistemology in which
we take the science of the applied that information systems research excels at, and systematically apply it to the philosophical
and sociological foundations of this exciting discipline.
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